The aim of this study was to determine whether mental toughness levels of athletes engaged in the elite-level team and individual sports in Ankara and Erzurum were predictors of moral disengagement in sports. The sample of the study consisted of randomly-selected 515 athletes who were actively engaged in sports in their clubs in 2017. The "Moral Disengagement in Sport Scale-Short" (MDSS) developed by Boardley and Kavussanu (2008) and adapted to Turkish by Gülpınar (2015), and the "Sports Mental Toughness Questionnaire" (SMTQ) developed by Sheard et al. (2009) and adapted to Turkish by Pehlivan (2014) were used as data collection tools. In the analysis of the data, frequency, percentage, Pearson Product-Moment Correlation Coefficient and linear regression analysis were utilized.
Introduction
Performance in all sports branches is affected by psychological status, motivation, concentration and mental factors as well as many physical characteristics such as toughness, strength, speed, agility etc. It can be stated that athletes' skills that require mental toughness, such as correct decision making under stress-difficult conditions, staying calm under pressure and overcoming problems are intertwined with their performance. In this context, mental toughness is one of the critical skills for reaching ultimate success.
Mental toughness is the one's maintaining the competition with himself/herself and others, having unshakable confidence and coping successfully with oppression and difficulties by dealing with troubles thanks to the desire to succeed (Clough et al., 2002) . According to Gucciardi, Gordon and Dimmock (2008) , mental toughness includes orientation to competition, focus and concentration, quality preparation, goal setting, positive attitude, self-confidence, decision-making, motivation, perseverance and commitment, and overcoming the pressure. According to Jones, Hanton and Connaughton (2002) , mental toughness is to enjoy the pressure, to recover oneself even after difficult situations, to maintain self-confidence, to show an effective performance against unfavorable settings under a competitive and stressful condition. In the literature, mental toughness is conceptualized as being psychologically durable and well (Connaughton, Wadey, Hanton, & Jones, 2008; Crust, 2008; Gucciardi, Hanton, & Mallett, 2012; Tekkurşun Demir et al., 2018; Tekkurşun Demir & Türkeli, 2018 ), the process of success and adaptation (Hunter, 2001) , ability to overcome failure or to resist failure (Goldberg, 1998; Taylor, 1989; Woods, Hocton, & Desmond, 1995) . disengagement in sports. According to Bandura (1999) , moral disengagement is the creation of a belief that criminal behaviors are acceptable to achieve a goal by representing them as if they were important. Moral disengagement in sports is defined as demonstrating negative social behaviors such as injuring and cheating on a player deliberately and retaliation with a serious foul against others (Kavussanu, Seal, & Phillips, 2006) , breaking the rules and not accepting it, and saying bad words (Boardley & Kavussanu, 2011) , lying to hide the offensive activities (Bandura, 1999) , blaming the coach for unsporting behaviors (Boardley & Kavussanu, 2011) , continuing to harm others and ignoring the bad results (Bandura, 1999) .
Considering the fact that the researchers take each psychological characteristic into account as mental toughness (Crust, 2007) , the effect of mental toughness on moral disengagement syndrome in sports is one of the questions that come to mind. In the literature, it has not been found any studies conducted on the effect of mental toughness level on moral disengagement in sports. Therefore, examining the effect of mental toughness level on "moral disengagement", which causes aggressive and criminal behavior in sports, reveals the importance of the current study.
Method
In this section, design and participants of the study, and data collection tools and data analyses are addressed.
Design of the Study
This is a correlational study in descriptive survey design. Survey design is a suitable design for studies aiming to describe a situation that existed in the past or exists in the present as it is (Karasar, 2006) . Such a design is used for studies that aim to determine the presence or degree of co-change between two and more variables (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2000; Karasar, 2006) .
Sample
The sample of the study consisted of 515 athletes who were engaged in elite-level team and individual sports in Ankara and Erzurum in 2017. In the study, criterion sampling, which provides an in-depth research opportunity (Patton, 2014) , was used. In criterion sampling, the researcher may establish a predetermined criterion or criteria (Yıldırım & Şimşek, 2011) . The criteria for the athletes participating in the study are to be active in the activities of the federations of the branch they are engaged in, to be registered within a federation for at least two years and to be actively engaged in sports. The researcher paid attention to the number of participants in both individual and team sports to be close to each other (Athletics 28, 
Data Collection Tools
The Moral Disengagement in Sport Scale-Short (MDSS): This one-dimensional 8-item scale, which was developed by Boardley and Kavussanu (2008) and adapted to the Turkish culture by Gülpınar (2015) , was used in the study. Cronbach Alpha coefficient was found to be 0.78 in the original version of the scale. It was observed that fit indices obtained as a result of the confirmatory factor analysis were good or excellent in all parameters. All the items for measuring attitudes of moral disengagement in sports have negative meanings. Higher scores on the scale mean greater moral disengagement in sports.
The Sports Mental Toughness Questionnaire (SMTQ): This three-dimensional 13-item scale, which was developed by Sheard et al. (2009) and adapted to the Turkish culture by Pehlivan (2014) , was used in the study. The sub-scales are "confidence", "constancy" and "control". The Cronbach Alpha coefficient of the scale was measured as 0.72. The first sub-scale of the scale (Confidence) consists of 5 items and the other two sub-scales (Constancy and Control) consist of 4 items. The responses (from "strongly agree" to "strongly disagree") in this four-point Likert type scale are marked as A, B, C and D, respectively. The items between 1-7 are positive statements and the ones between 8-13 are negative statements. The total score was taken into account for the whole scale or its sub-scales. It was found that fit indices for the scale as a result of CFA were at good level (χ2 = 147.02; sd = 61; χ2/sd = 2.41; RMSEA = 0.06; SRMR = 0.06; GFI = 0.94; CFI = 0.91; NFI = 0.86; NNFI = 0.88; RMR = 0.04), and that t values for all items were significant at the 0.01 level and the data fitted the model well.
Data Analysis and Interpretation
This section includes predictors of leadership characteristics of sports high school students, analyses of relationships between these predictors, and the results for the confirmatory factor analysis performed to test the conformity of the scales administered to the sample. SPSS 23.0 package program was used for statistical analyses of the data. Confirmatory factor analysis was performed on both scales to determine the conformity of the scales administered to the sample and their construct validities were tested. In the context of this analysis, obtained values were examined through Chi-square/Degree of freedom (χ2/df), Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), Root Mean Square Residual (RMR), Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR), Goodness of Fit Index (GFI), Adjusted Goodness of Fit Index (AGFI), Normed Fit Index (NFI), Non-Normed Fit Index (NNFI), Comparative Fit Index (CFI) and Incremental Fit Index (IFI). LISREL 8.8 program was utilized for confirmatory factor analysis. According to the results of the confirmatory factor analysis, RMSEA values of the models reached on two scales were found to be .06 for the MDSS, and .07 for the SMTQ. Within the framework of these proposed values, RMSEA values obtained on both scales were determined to be acceptable without any modification. In addition, it was understood that other goodness of fit indices were acceptable within the criterion values mentioned in the literature (Sümer, 2000; Schermelleh-Engel & Moosbrugger, 2003; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007; Kline, 2015) and these values were used as evidence for the conformity of the scales. Upon the data obtained from the sample, Cronbach Alpha (α) coefficients were calculated as .73 for the MDSS, .71 for the confidence sub-scale, .68 for the constancy sub-scale, .73 for the control sub-scale, and .78 for the total score of the scale. In the study, a normality test and detection of outliers were done first for the suitability of analyses and for the hypothesis testing. As a result, erroneous and missing data and outliers from a total of 25 participants were excluded and the analyses were conducted on the data of 515 athletes. Skewness-Kurtosis values of each independent variable were found to be distributed between ±1. George and Malley (2014) stated that scores do not show a significant deviation from the normal distribution and it is appropriate to carry out normality tests if the skewness coefficient is within ±2 limits. Therefore, standard (Enter) regression analysis was used to examine the predictive levels. T-test was used to determine the difference between independent samples; Pearson correlation analysis was performed to determine the relationships between variables; and linear regression analysis was conducted to determine the strengths of each sub-scales of mental toughness in predicting the total score of moral disengagement.
Findings
Regression equations (1) and (2) were established to determine the interaction between the MDSS (MD) and SMTQ (MT) and demographic characteristics.
MT = C + E + B + A + G + e
(1) In Table 2 , revealing the results for the first regression model, it was found that the model is statistically significant at 1% significance level. Accordingly, the variable mental toughness is significantly and positively affected by the variable age at 1% significance level. In other words, it can be stated that the older the athletes get, the stronger the mental toughness they have. The variables experience, branch and gender have no effect on the variable mental toughness at 10% level. Results for the second regression model are given in Table 3 . It was determined that the second model is statistically significant at 1% significance level, and that the MDSS is affected significantly and negatively by the variable age at 1% significance level and by the variable gender at 5% significance level. Considering the fact that the higher scores the athletes get from the MDSS, the more disengaged they are, it can be stated that athletes get more engaged in morality as they get older. In addition, females are more engaged in morality than males. However, it was determined that there is no relationship between the variables experience and branch and the variable disengagement in sports.
The Pearson Correlation Analysis was conducted to examine the relationship between the SMTQ and MDSS. The correlation between the variables is presented in Table 4 . The results for the correlation between the SMTQ and MDSS are given in Table 4 . Accordingly, a significant and negative relationship is found between the variables at 1% significance, which means that a participant who is morally engaged in sports has a stronger mental toughness. Concordantly, higher scores in the SMTQ means that athletes may demonstrate more moral behaviors.
(MD) and SMTQ (MT).
MT = C + MD + e (3)
MD = C + MT + e (4) Table 5 presents the prediction results for the regression model established to determine the effect of the MDSS on the SMTQ. In Table 5 , it was found that the third model is statistically significant at 1% significance level, and that the variable moral disengagement in sports affects the variable mental toughness negatively and significantly at 1% significance level. In other words, the lower scores the participants get from the MDSS, the stronger mental toughness they have. It was also found that a decrease in moral values by 1 unit may cause an increase of 0.089 in mental toughness. Table 6 presents the prediction results for the regression model established to determine the effect of the SMTQ on the MDSS. In Table 6 , revealing the results of regression analysis conducted to determine the effect of mental toughness levels of the athletes on their moral disengagement in sports levels, it was found that the fourth model is statistically significant at 1% significance level. The variable mental toughness affects the variable moral disengagement in sports significantly and negatively at 1% significance level. In other words, it can be asserted that an increase in the scores in the SMTQ by 1 unit may cause a decrease of 0.396 in the MDSS, which means that such an increase will lead the athletes to be more engaged in moral values.
Considering the results for the 3rd and 4th regression models, it was discovered that the effect of the variable mental toughness on the variable moral disengagement (0.396) is greater than vice versa (0.089). Consequently, it can be stated that improving the activities aiming at increasing the mental development of athletes will contribute to their mental toughness as well as to their moral engagement in sports.
Regression models numbered 5, 6 and 7 were established to determine the effects of three sub-scales of the SMTQ on the variable moral disengagement in sports. Vol. 8, No. 6; 2019 The results for the regression equation numbered 5, which was established to determine the effect of the constancy sub-scale on the MDSS, are presented in Table 7 . In Table 7 , it was determined that the fifth model is statistically significant at 1% significance level, and that the constancy sub-scale has a negative effect on the MDSS at 1% significance level. An increase in the scores in the constancy sub-scale by 1 unit will cause a decrease of 0.343 in the MDSS, which means the greater constancy the athletes demonstrate, the further moral values they are engaged in.
The results for the regression equation numbered 6, which was established to determine the effect of the confidence sub-scale on the MDSS, are presented in Table 8 . In Table 8 , it was found that the sixth regression model is statistically insignificant at 10%, which means there is no statistically significant relationship between the confidence sub-scale and the MDSS.
The results for the regression equation numbered 7, which was established to determine the effect of the control sub-scale on the MDSS, are presented in Table 9 . In Table 9 , it was determined that the seventh model was statistically significant at %1 significance level, and that the control sub-scale had a negative effect on the MDSS at 1% significance level. In other words, an increase in the scores in the control sub-scale by 1 unit will cause a decrease of 0.272 in the MDSS, which means the greater control the athletes gain, the further the moral values they are engaged in.
Given the results for the SMTQ and MDSS, it may be suggested that providing training opportunities to athletes to enable them to improve themselves in terms of the themes covered by both scales will have positive contributions on both variables. Moreover, it can be stated that further intensification of training based on the themes covered by the constancy and control sub-scales will contribute significantly to their engagement in moral values as well as improve their mental capabilities.
Discussion and Conclusion
The aim of this study was to determine whether mental toughness levels of athletes engaged in the elite-level team and individual sports were predictors of moral disengagement in sports.
In the study, it was found that the first regression model is statistically significant at 1% significance level. Accordingly, the variable mental toughness is significantly and positively affected by the variable age at 1% significance level. In other words, it can be stated that the older the athletes get, the stronger the mental toughness they have. In parallel with our results, Yarayan et al. (2018) , Crust et al. (2014) , Marchant et al. (2009) and Nicholls et al. (2009) also reported that mental toughness develops as the one gets older. It was found that the variables experience, branch and gender have no effect on the variable mental toughness at 10% level.
In another finding of the study, it was concluded that the second model is statistically significant at 1% significance level, and that the MDSS is affected significantly and negatively by the variable age at 1% significance level and by the variable gender at 5% significance level. Considering the fact that the higher scores the athletes get from the MDSS, the more disengaged they are, it can be stated that athletes get more engaged in morality as they get older. In addition, females are more engaged in morality than males. However, it was determined that there is no relationship between the variables experience and branch and the variable moral disengagement in sports. In contrast to our findings, Gürpınar (2014) stated that athletes may differ in their tendency to demonstrate moral behaviors according to their branches. Likewise, it was found that Gold and Özsarı (2017) revealed that athletes engaged in athletics (Gold & Özsarı, 2017) and volleyball players (Tsai & Fung, 2005) demonstrate more moral and sporting behaviors than wrestlers and basketball players, respectively.
A significant and negative relationship was found between mental toughness and moral disengagement in sports at 1% significance, which means that a participant who is morally engaged in sports has a stronger mental toughness. Concordantly, higher scores in the SMTQ means that athletes may demonstrate more moral behaviors.
Regression equations (3) and (4) were established to determine the degree of interaction between the MDSS and SMTQ. Accordingly, it was found that the third model is statistically significant at 1% significance level, and that the variable moral disengagement in sports affects the variable mental toughness negatively and significantly at 1% significance level. In other words, the lower scores the participants get from the MDSS, the stronger mental toughness they have. It was also found that a decrease in moral values by 1 unit may cause an increase of 0.089 in mental toughness.
In Table 6 , revealing the results of regression analysis conducted to determine the effect of mental toughness levels of the athletes on their moral disengagement in sports levels, it was found that the fourth model is statistically significant at 1% significance level. The variable mental toughness affects the variable moral disengagement in sports significantly and negatively at 1% significance level. In other words, it can be asserted that an increase in the scores in the SMTQ by 1 unit will cause a decrease of 0.396 in the MDSS, which means that such an increase will lead the athletes to be more engaged in moral values. Considering the results for the 3rd and 4th regression models, it was discovered that the effect of the variable mental toughness on the variable moral disengagement (0.396) is greater than vice versa (0.089). Consequently, it can be stated that improving the activities aiming at increasing the mental development of athletes will contribute to their mental toughness as well as to their moral engagement in sports.
Regression models numbered 5, 6 and 7 were established to determine the effects of three sub-scales of the SMTQ on the variable moral disengagement in sports. Accordingly, it was determined that the fifth model is statistically significant at 1% significance level, and that the constancy sub-scale has a negative effect on the MDSS at 1% significance level. An increase in the scores in the constancy sub-scale by 1 unit will cause a decrease of 0.343 in the MDSS, which means the greater constancy the athletes demonstrate, the further moral values they are engaged in.
Results for the regression model numbered 6 revealed that the sixth regression model is statistically insignificant at 10%, which means there was no statistically significant relationship between the confidence sub-scale and the MDSS. Therefore, it can be asserted that the athlete's belief that s/he will successfully complete the desired behavior does not have an effect on moral disengagement. However, the scholars indicate that self-confident athletes believe that they will succeed and have the physical and mental skills to reveal their potential to succeed. This means that self-confident athletes can be calm and relaxed even under stress and can focus on more positive thoughts during the competition (Yıldırım, 2013).
In the final finding of the study, it was concluded that the seventh model is statistically significant at 1% significance level, and that the control sub-scale has a negative effect on the MDSS at 1% significance level. In other words, an increase in the scores in the control sub-scale by 1 unit will cause a decrease of 0.272 in the MDSS, which means the greater control the athletes gain, the further the moral values they are engaged in. An athlete may find himself/herself in positive or negative scenarios during both his/her life and the competition.
Especially during the competition, it is the behavior expected from an athlete having a strong mental toughness to transform the threats posed by the opponent, spectators, venue and teammates etc. into positive opportunities by coping with stress and anxiety. Therefore, it can be stated that athletes' beliefs that they have the necessary cognitive, motivational and behavioral resources and the capacity to mobilize these resources when necessary to control the events in their lives (Sheard, 2009 ) have an effect on moral disengagement.
Given the results for the SMTQ and MDSS, it may be suggested that providing training opportunities to athletes to enable them to improve themselves in terms of the themes covered by both scales will have positive contributions on both variables. Moreover, it can be stated that further intensification of training based on the themes covered by the constancy and control sub-scales, which are the sub-scales of the SMTQ, will contribute significantly to their engagement in moral values as well as improve their mental capabilities.
In conclusion, in this study which was conducted with the sample composed of elite athletes, while constancy and control subscales are significant predictors of the variable moral disengagement, but it is not the case for confidence subscale.
